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ABSTRACT

Author: Fehrman, Sarah E. MA
Institution: Purdue University
Degree Received: December 2017
Title: Facilitating Willingness to Communicate (WTC): Communication for Academic and Social
Life (CASL)
Major Professor: April Ginther

Much has been written about learner Willingness to Communicate (WTC) in a second
language. Multiple factors, including anxiety, motivation, personality, and context, have been
identified as contributing to language learners’ willingness (or lack thereof) to attempt to
communicate in a second language. Current research has identified these factors, yet there has
been very little work done on how to facilitate WTC in learners or provide instructors with specific
strategies and tools to utilize in the classroom. This thesis will undertake a historical overview of
the development of WTC theory, examine the main antecedents to WTC, and finally examine
current research to discover recommended classroom practices, then proposes a tool called
communication for academic and social life (CASL) that university EAP instructors and students
can use to develop WTC in classroom and social contexts. I will discuss how to introduce and
implement CASL, then examine several scenarios to see how CASL can be used by learners and
instructors to promote communication in a variety of contexts, both in and out of class.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE

More and more people are learning English as a second or foreign language, and more
and more teachers, curriculum developers, textbook publishers, and researchers are thinking
about how to help facilitate this language development. According to the World Economic
Forum, there are over 1 billion English learners in the world (Greene, 2016), with every
expectation that the number of English learners will continue to increase. Students study English
in a variety of contexts and for diverse reasons – some are elementary school students learning
English because it is required, some are in business and are going to language class before and
after work, hoping to earn their next promotion, and some are learning English on their own,
perhaps through watching TV shows and playing online games. Whatever their motive or
methodology, learning a language ostensibly has one purpose: to enable learners to use their
target language to communicate with other users of that language. This should mean that around
the world, there are over a billion people who can communicate in English at some level of
proficiency. Yet, anyone who has travelled to a non-English speaking country can tell you that
isn’t always the case.

1.1

Background and Context

Researchers have labeled this phenomenon – of people studying languages they are
unable to speak -- Willingness to Communicate (WTC). Why, they ask, are there students who
have studied English (or any other language) for many months or years, yet they can’t or won’t
use it to communicate? This field of study first formally emerged in 1976 with the concept of
unwillingness to communicate (UWTC). UWTC was originally applied to first language (L1)
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users to explore why some people seemed perfectly comfortable giving a speech in public and
quite impervious to stage fright, and other people weren’t (Burgoon, 1976). This research
examining L1 communication continued throughout the 1970s, 1980s and early 1990s.
McCroskey and Baer (1985) started using willingness to communicate (WTC), rather than
unwillingness to communicate, focusing on the predisposition and intention to communicate
when free to do so, and in 1994, MacIntyre developed a path model designed to predict WTC.
All of this research was focused on L1 use, until MacIntyre and Charos (1996) applied Gardner’s
(1985) socioeducational model and MacIntyre’s (1994) WTC construct to second language (L2)
learning. Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, research on WTC continued to flourish. In L1
research, WTC was thought to be a relatively stable trait, like personality, that couldn’t be
changed (McCroskey and Baer, 1985; McCroskey and Richmond, 1982, 1990; McCroskey,
1992).
This conceptualization of WTC as a trait continued for some time, relatively
unchallenged. MacIntyre, Dörnyei, Clément, and Noels (1998) suggested that WTC functioned
differently in an L2 than in L1, and L2 WTC could change based on situational factors, and
Kang (2005) expanded on this, specifying security, excitement, and responsibility as the primary
situational factors in L2 WTC. The debate over trait-based WTC and situational WTC continued
(Cao and Philp, 2006; MacIntyre, 2007; Cao, 2011; Yashima, 2012; Oz, 2014) throughout the
2010s, with an increasing number of researchers recognizing the importance of situational WTC
as time passed. In the 2010s scholars started to feel more confident about what WTC was, what
caused it, and how to recognize it, so they began to turn their attention towards the classroom
(Khazaei, Zadel, and Ketabi, 2012; Nazar and Allahyar, 2012; Yashima, 2012; Lee, 2013;
Zarrinabadi, Ketabi, and Abdi, 2014; Ayedoun, Hayashi, and Seta, 2015; Alm, 2016; Bernales,
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2016; Pawlak, Mystkowska-Wiertelak, and Bielak, 2016). How, they wondered, can we facilitate
or promote WTC in a classroom context?
A number of studies were done about how teachers might manipulate situational factors
in their classrooms to facilitate to WTC, including class size (Zhazaei, Zadeh, and Ketabi, 2012;
Zarrinabadi, Ketabi, and Abdi, 2014), the types of questions instructors asked (Nazari and
Allahyar, 2012), use of critical thinking (Maftoon and Ziafar, 2013), topic selection (Zarrinabadi,
Ketabi and Abdi, 2014; Pawlak, Mystkowska-Wiertelak, and Bielak, 2016) or the use of
technology such as online chat (Freiermuth and Jarrell, 2006), online gaming (Reinders and
Wattana, 2011), or blogging (Alm, 2016).

1.2

Problem and Significance

The results from many of these studies were helpful and engaging, yet there was very
little offered in the way of actual pedagogical tools, teaching strategies, or frameworks that
teachers could use to enhance their students’ WTC. The small amount of research that does
address pedagogy and curriculum focuses primarily on how to create a classroom context that
facilitates WTC, rather than helping students develop tools that could lead to WTC with less
dependence on ideal external factors. It is a reality of American classroom management and
evaluation that “the more a person communicates, up to a very high extreme, the more positively
the person is evaluated” (McCroskey and Richmond, 1991, p. 19-20). Given these expectations
that language learners often have to meet, it seems incumbent upon researchers, curriculum
designers, and teachers to find ways to equip students, particularly students who are studying
abroad in a university context, with tools that can be used in a variety of contexts and genres to
facilitate L2 WTC. Yet, very little research has been done in this area, so language learners are
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left to succeed as best they can in the friendly context of a language classroom, and then
hopefully find a way to survive and thrive in less forgiving classroom and real-world contexts.
Current research and pedagogy can be very successful at building language proficiency
and creating an environment where students have confidence to use the language they are
learning. Some students are able to naturally translate that confidence into the broader context of
their other classes and non-academic interactions, demonstrating very high levels of WTC.
However, many students are unable to successfully communicate when they leave the support of
their language classrooms behind, and their comparatively low WTC prevents them from fully
engaging in social and academic life in the United States.

1.3

Student Story

The following story is a fictional account of a student who is struggling with WTC in her
academic life. This story is intended to help provide context and background to the theories
examined in this thesis, and serve as miniature case study to examine the effectiveness of CASL.
Suji is an undergraduate student majoring in mechanical engineering. As part of her
degree requirements, she is required to take one humanities course, so Suji decided to take a
class about children’s literature. She liked to read, and she thought it would be fun and
interesting to learn more about children’s stories. Suji also thought that this course would be
easier for her to take as an ESL student, since children’s stories were short and easy to read. She
went to the first day of class, and the professor seemed very nice, and was easy to understand, so
Suji thought that she had made a good choice with this class. The professor asked everyone to
read a few folk tales for the next class, and Suji was able to easily complete the reading
assignment with no problems. She liked one of the stories, and was excited to go to class and

5
listen to the professor explain what everything meant. Suji went in to her children’s literature
class on the second day, and took out her laptop, ready to take notes about everything her
professor said, but Suji was very surprised to discover that the professor didn’t talk very much at
all. The Americans in her class had many questions, and they were able to express opinions in a
way that Suji didn’t feel confident doing herself. She sat silently in the classroom, pretending to
take notes on her computer, and she didn’t participate in the class at all. At one point, the
professor asked Suji what she thought of one of the characters in the folk tale. Suji wasn’t sure
how to respond, or why it was important what she thought of this character, but she knew if she
didn’t say something it would affect her grade, so she just responded that she thought he was
nice. The professor quickly moved on to another student, who gave a much longer answer, and
many other students and the professor started talking about the student’s ideas. Suji felt very
embarrassed, and wrote an email to her adviser saying that she needed to find a different
humanities course to take because children’s literature wasn’t good for her.

1.4

Roadmap

The objectives of this thesis are to:
1) trace the historical development of WTC theory, the antecedents to WTC, and
classroom-based research,
2) attempt to address the problem outlined in section 1.2 by proposing a pedagogical and
curricular tool to facilitate L2 WTC,
3) provide some future directions for WTC research and pedagogy.
Chapter 2 provides an in depth look at the theoretical dimensions of WTC, including the
theories, models, and terms that are relevant to its development, the learner factors that have
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been researched and established as antecedents to WTC, and finally, reviews the pedagogical
tools and classroom strategies that are recommended to facilitate WTC. Chapter 3 will present a
tool called communication for academic and social life (CASL) that can be used to develop L2
WTC across a variety of contexts and genres. These strategies are accessible to students of
varying L2 proficiencies, with the ability to construct a complete sentence in English as the
minimum proficiency requirement to utilize this tool. The fourth section is concerned with
utilizing the strategies in a classroom and examining how CASL can help facilitate WTC. This
chapter will also explore a number of scenarios a learner might encounter in academic and social
life at an American university to highlight the flexible nature of the strategies. The purpose of the
final chapter, chapter 5, is to reflect on the extent to which these strategies actually addresses the
gap in current research, and to propose future directions for research.

1.4

Limitations

The reader should bear in mind that this thesis is focused on providing tools for
international undergraduates studying at an American university. Much of the scholarship on
WTC has been done in an American context, concerned with university students who are
learning English, yet there are a number of researchers who focus on other contexts, cultures, and
languages. I will draw on this research in establishing the theoretical background for WTC, and I
believe that the proposed strategies could prove useful in other settings, but it is beyond the
scope of this thesis to examine pedagogical effectiveness in settings beyond undergraduate
international students at American institutions of higher education.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

The body of literature surrounding WTC is broad, drawing on research in psychology,
sociology, communication, intercultural communication, applied linguistics, education, and
computer science. WTC research has a relatively long history for a field in second language
studies, tracing its earliest roots back to the 1940s. Throughout the 1970s, 80s, and 90s, most of
the literature was concerned with establishing what WTC was, and what approaches were most
helpful to study it. By the late 2000s, the predominate theories of the field had been proposed,
criticized, modified, and established, and there were an increasing number of books and articles
that examined antecedents to WTC, various learner factors, and a limited number of classroomoriented studies.
This chapter will provide an in-depth look at the growth and development of WTC,
starting with a chronological survey of research on WTC to establish the main theories, models,
and terms in the field. Once the theoretical grounding is established, I will conduct a thematic
review of antecedents to WTC, including communication apprehension, self-perceived
communicative competence, actual L2 proficiency, motivation, personality, age and sex, and
content/context. Finally, I will turn my attention to the classroom, and examine the research on
how to facilitate WTC in classroom contexts.

2.1

A Chronological Survey of Models and Terms

In 1940, Chapple and Arensberg published an introduction to how humans interacted
with other humans, noting that it was a universally known “matter of observation” (p. 31) that
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people interact with each other in different ways. They gave the example of a garrulous
individual who always had something to say interacting with a person who was more
circumspect, often waiting to begin a conversation or respond. These differences are obvious to
any observer, and illustrate “the rates at which others act” (Chapple and Arensberg, 1940, p. 32).
Despite these observable differences, Chapple and Arensberg (1940) found each individual’s
communication behavior was relatively stable and consistent across various situations. Building
on this idea, Borgatta and Bales (1953) concluded that in addition to these differences among
individuals, each person had his or her own internal rate – used to describe an individual’s
contribution, rather than speech rate – of communication, so that “in the absence of resistance,
the individual tends to his maximum rate [of communication]” (1953, p. 310, emphasis original).
Thus it was established from the very beginning that some people speak quite a lot, and others
don’t speak much at all, and there is some sort of internal structure that seems to govern this
across assorted contexts. Borgatta and Bales (1953) observed that some individuals could
perhaps change their outward communication behavior depending on the specific social
situation, but concluded that inborn personality traits were the ultimate arbiter of an individual’s
rate of communicate.
A significant contribution to research in this field came in 1976 when communication
scholar Judee Burgoon introduced the concept of unwillingness to communicate (UWTC), which
she called “a global communication construct” (p. 60), continuing to pursue a line of research
that conceived of rate of communication as an inborn trait (see appendix for a more complete
treatment on the development of this term and concept). She examined 5 factors -- anomia,
alienation, introversion, self-esteem, and reticence -- to develop and validate a scale to quantify
UWTC. Burgoon (1976) imagined that her scale, which was developed to “identify particular
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communication behaviors” (p. 66) in an L1 context, would be helpful in a wide number of fields,
helping educators, sociologists, and other communication scholars understand more about how
and why people did or didn’t communicate (p. 69). Burgoon’s scale was important in helping to
focus the direction of research on rate of communication, but she did not explore specific
communication behaviors that might be linked with UWTC. McCroskey took up that thread one
year later, in 1977, and researched the impact of communication apprehension (CA) on UWTC
in an L1 context. He made a distinction between trait CA, defined as “fear or anxiety with
respect to many different types of oral communication encounters” (p. 79) and state CA, a
temporary, situation specific fear like stage fright, concentrating his research on trait CA.
McCroskey (1977) concluded that trait CA, which he considered to be a subconstruct of UWTC,
was an ingrained personality trait, perhaps influenced by childhood environment, but definitely a
clear sign of a maladjusted individual. High levels of CA would have three primary influences on
individuals, including withdrawing from communication, being negatively perceived by people
in their environment, and losing opportunities in areas of life ranging from professional to
interpersonal. McCroskey was so convinced that high CA was an inborn trait that he highlighted
clinical measures, such as systematic desensitization, or possibly hypnosis, or conditioned
relaxation, as tools to reduce CA in adults, and recommended that “treatment to overcome [high
CA] should be made available as early as possible so that the negative effects of high CA on the
child’s learning may be held to a minimum” (p. 92). There is no apparent way, in McCroskey’s
view, to completely avoid, overcome, or eliminate trait CA, only to manage and hopefully reduce
its negative effects.
At the same time as McCroskey was working on trait CA, Mortensen, Arntson, and
Lustig (1977) were developing a scale to measure predisposition toward verbal behavior (PVB).
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PVB was designed to recognize the role of variance in social context on communication, while
also acknowledging the long tradition of research that indicated that individual rates of
communication stay relatively consistent across time and situation. Mortensen et al. (1977)
believed that it was erroneous to base an individual’s contribution on personality alone, as these
notions are “undermined by evidence that people tend to accommodate their speaking style” (p.
146) to match other participants, yet they also acknowledged that there were limits to such
accommodations. Their scale was designed to measure the “internalized cognitive map of the
structure of interactions, a metacode of formal relationships governing the interplay of verbal
activity between self and others” (p. 147). Despite the significant amount of internal validity that
Mortensen et al. found in their PVB scale, McCroskey and Baer (1985) had reason to doubt its
usefulness as a measure of UWTC. McCroskey and Baer found that PVB tended to measure
dominance in communication but it did not effectively measure the amount of fear or anxiety an
individual might have about that communication.
Building on Burgoon’s (1976) UWTC scale, Mortensen et al.’s (1977) PVB, and
scholarship on the impact of shyness on communication, McCroskey and Baer (1985) proposed a
new scale to measure what they decided to call willingness to communicate (WTC). The authors’
concept of WTC was built on the assumption that “[WTC] is a personality-based, trait-like
predisposition which is relatively consistent across a variety of communication contexts and
types of receivers” (p. 6). While McCroskey and Baer acknowledged that factors ranging from
mood to what a person might gain from a particular communication can have an influence on an
individual’s WTC across situations, they ultimately believed that WTC was a trait that
sometimes reflected the context, but was not dependent upon context. In order to test this
assumption, McCroskey and Baer collected and analyzed data about WTC in four contexts –
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“public speaking, talking in meetings, talking in small groups, and talking in dyads” (p. 7).
McCroskey and Baer also considered the audience for each type of communication, considering
the impact of speaking to strangers, acquaintances, and friends. Their scale was a measure of a
general predisposition for communication, suggesting a broad correlation between an
individual’s WTC in each of the four contexts they measured. One other assumption – and
caution for future researchers – was that WTC could only be measured in contexts where the
participants were truly free to choose to communicate or not. MacIntyre (1994) recognized that
while previous research on WTC had identified correlation among the various personality factors
studied, there had been no effort to explore causal relationships, or map the structure of these
relationships. Using the original 5 factors identified by Burgoon (1976), plus the addition of
perceived competence, MacIntyre (1994) used causal modeling to develop a hypothesized
sequence for WTC (figure 1), highlighting the importance of CA and perceived competence (PC)
as antecedents for WTC. MacIntyre suggested that “CA has its roots in broader personality
variables, such as introversion and self-esteem” (p. 139), further entrenching the idea that WTC
was a trait-like construct. He acknowledged this dependence on personality factors as a
limitation of the model, albeit an intentional one. The model would account for any situational
changes, MacIntyre claimed, by incorporating the situational influence on CA and PC. In the
end, MacIntyre concluded that personality variables were a significant
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Figure 1 - hypothesized causal sequence for predicting WTC using personality-based variables.
Reprinted from “Variables underlying willingness to communicate: A causal analysis,” by P. MacIntyre, 1994,
Communication Research Reports, 11(2), 135-142.

influence on WTC, but that there was also some influence from situational variation. He
suggested the interplay between these two components could be the subject of future research.
From 1940 to 1994, studies on WTC in all its forms exclusively focused on L1 contexts.
The broad consensus was that individual contribution was based almost exclusively on inborn
personality traits which were impossible to rewire. Perhaps through appropriate interventions,
individuals with a low rate of communication could learn to overcome some of the challenges
researchers observed, but they could never completely overcome the condition. In 1996,
MacIntyre and Charos conducted a pivotal study that synthesized research from communication
and social psychology to apply models and scales from L1 research to an L2 context in an effort
to predict L2 WTC. MacIntyre and Charos still relied on inborn personality traits in their study,
particularly focusing on the “Big Five” traits identified by Goldberg (1993), but they considered
other factors, such as social context, language-related affect, and motivation. Using path
analysis, they drew on elements of Gardner’s (1985) socioeducational model (figure 2) and
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MacIntyre’s (1994) WTC model (figure 3), and tested a new model (figure 4) to predict L2
communication frequency.

Figure 2 - portion of Gardner’s (1985) socioeducational model.Reprinted from “Personality, attitudes, and affect as
predictors of second language communication” by P. MacIntyre and C. Charos, 1996,. Journal of Language and
Social Psychology, 15(1), 3-26.

Figure 3 – portion of MacIntyre’s (1994) willingness to communicate model. Reprinted from “Personality, attitudes,
and affect as predictors of second language communication” by P. MacIntyre and C. Charos, 1996,. Journal of
Language and Social Psychology, 15(1), 3-26.
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Figure 4 – base path model tested by MacIntyre and Charos (1996). Reprinted from “Personality, attitudes, and
affect as predictors of second language communication” by P. MacIntyre and C. Charos, 1996,. Journal of Language
and Social Psychology, 15(1), 3-26.

MacIntyre and Charos (1996) conceived of WTC as “a preparedness for language use” (p. 19),
so it is unsurprising that they found that motivation, perceived competence, and L2 anxiety were
important factors in predicting L2 communication frequency, in addition to the substantial
influence of personality traits. Two of the most important contributions of MacIntyre and
Charos’ work were discoveries that the WTC construct mapped quite well in L2 contexts and
had significant potential as a useful framework for future L2 research, and that it was possible to
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successfully incorporate elements of research from L1 and L2 contexts to learn more about when
and why second language learners communicated.
WTC research was now part of second language studies, but it was not a primary focus.
MacIntyre and Charos (1996) were interested in how often a learner chose to contribute to a
conversation, not necessarily how a learner felt about that communication. Their model used
WTC as one factor among many, with the desired end point being actual, frequent, L2
communication behaviors. MacIntyre, Dörnyei, Clément, and Noels (1998) went in a slightly
different direction, building on McCroskey and Baer (1985), by adapting the WTC construct to
the L2 context and adding additional relevant factors. MacIntyre et al. (1998) also “broadened
[WTC] to include explicitly oral and other modes of communication” (p. 558), claiming that
developing WTC in and of itself was “a suitable goal of L2 learning” (p. 588). They developed a
heuristic model (figure 5) that incorporated the previously separate research fields of linguistics,
communication, and social psychology to examine all the factors that influenced a learner’s
decision to communicate or not – whether the factors had direct, immediate influence, or they
were further removed from the communication decision of the moment.
By focusing on WTC as “a readiness to enter into discourse at a particular time with a
specific person or persons, using a L2” (MacIntyre et al., 1998, p. 547), the authors moved in a
different direction from previous research. Rather than the trait-based, personality bound
construct of WTC, MacIntyre et al. theorized and systematized a host of complex, interrelated
factors that influenced a learner’s willingness or intention to communicate or not communicate
in an L2. Personality was still part of their analysis, but it formed a broad base for the other
factors and was far removed from the pinnacle of the pyramid, the moment of communication. it
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formed a broad

Figure 5 – heuristic model of variables influencing WTC. Reprinted from “Conceptualizing willingness to
communicate in a L2: A situational model of L2 confidence and affiliation” by P. MacIntyre, Z. Dörnyei, R.
Clément, and K. Noels, 1998,. Modern Language Journal, 82(4), 545-562.

As learners moved from bottom to top through the various layers of the triangle model,
MacIntyre et al. (1998) proposed that each layer was a little more relevant to the decision about
communication behavior than the preceding level, and that communication behaviors were a
manifestation of multiple internal and external factors and influences. WTC theory had reached a
point where the learner’s decisions to engage in communication or not were acknowledged as
functioning within a broad network of influences and decisions, yet WTC was still a relatively
stable entity. MacIntyre et al.’s (1998) model saw the learner as a complex, dynamic being, but
there was still an assumption of situational stability. The convergence of all these layers
identified in the pyramid model made some learners more willing to communicate, and some
learners less willing to communicate, but each learner still performed in a relatively stable
manner across situation and time.
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This more nuanced treatment of WTC fundamentally shifted the conversation and
research direction of L2 WTC. Instead of focusing on fixed traits like personality, treatments that
might lead to WTC, or linguistic and communicative competence as the ideal end goal of L2
instruction, MacIntyre et al. (1998) led the way to focusing on antecedents to WTC, with the
lofty aim of enabling “language instruction [to] achieve its social and political goal of bringing
cultures into contact and nations together” (p. 558). The authors recognized that their
hypothesized model took WTC research in a new direction, so they recommended that additional
research be conducted to confirm or disprove the hierarchies and relationships presented in their
model. Yashima (2002) took up their challenge and conducted a study in the Japanese EFL
context by giving questionnaires to 389 Japanese students to measure areas such as intercultural
friendship orientation, motivation, interest in foreign affairs, willingness to communicate in
English, and communication anxiety. The TOEFL was used to provide data about the
participants’ English proficiency, although the path from L2 proficiency to L2 communication
confidence did not prove significant. Statistical analysis of the relationships in her data showed a
good fit with MacIntyre et al.’s (1998) model, with the recommendation that international
posture be added as an element of the pyramid. Yashima (2002) defined international posture as
“interest in foreign or international affairs, willingness to go overseas to study or work, readiness
to interact with intercultural partners [and] openness or a non-ethnocentric attitude toward
different cultures” (p. 57) and concluded that international posture influenced motivation, which
then predicted proficiency and confidence, thereby increasing WTC. Yashima’s analysis and
structural equation modeling also indicated that MacIntyre et al.’s (1998) model was a good fit
for the Japanese EFL context and was generalizable to multiple contexts.
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With a new focus on antecedents to WTC, which will be further dealt with in subsequent
sections of this chapter, researchers began exploring the implications of MacIntyre et al.’s (1998)
model. The next important development in the field came in 2005 when Kang proposed the idea
of dynamic situational WTC in an L2 context. Up to this point, all of the research about WTC
was either quantitative or theoretical, and there had been no effort to qualitatively look at what
learners were experiencing in the moments leading to the decision to engage in communication
or silence. Kang (2005) introduced a new definition of WTC with an emphasis on “an
individual’s volitional inclination towards actively engaging in the act of communication in a
specific situation, which can vary according to interlocutor(s), topic, and conversational context,
among other potential situational variables” (p. 291). A qualitative study of 4 Korean students
studying at an English Language Institute in the United States utilized interviews, video footage,
and stimulated recall to identify potential evidence for a new paradigm in WTC. In this new
construct, WTC was seen as dynamic, based on the situation, and even changing throughout a
given interaction. In Kang’s (2005) theory, there might be a place for some influence from the
previously accepted trait-WTC, but dynamic situational WTC as a response to what was actively
happening inwardly and outwardly as the learner was interacting with a given situation, exerted a
much stronger influence over the learner’s ultimate WTC. Kang identified three psychological
factors that were antecedents to this dynamic situational WTC: security, which is “feeling safe
from the fears that nonnative speakers tend to have in L2 communication” (p. 282), excitement,
or “a feeling of elation about the act of talking” (p. 284), and responsibility, where learners felt
an “obligation or duty to deliver and understand a message, or make it clear” (p. 285). Further
influencing these three psychological antecedents were the situational variables of interlocutor,
topic, and context. Kang found that while these three individual psychological antecedents were

19
apparent in the data, it was actually the interaction (figure 6) between them that most

Figure 6 – a preliminary construct of situational WTC. Reprinted from “Dynamic emergence of situational
willingness to communicate in a second language” by S. Kang, 2005. System: An International Journal of
Educational Technology and Applied Linguistics, 33(2), 277-292.

strongly influenced a learners’ decision to communicate or remain silent. She recognized that there
was still the possibility for trait-like WTC or other situational variables to influence WTC, so she
included them in her model with a dotted line to represent their possible, but not definite influence
on ultimate WTC. One other important point that Kang raised was that the current discussion of
WTC seemed to center on if students did or did not have WTC. She found this dichotomy
unhelpful, suggesting that WTC should “be considered as a matter of “degree” such as
“high/low(er)” level[s] of situational WTC” (p. 289), which would further account for the
individual learner differences presented by the situational variables and psychological antecedents
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of dynamic situational WTC. Following this landmark study, researchers began to conduct more
qualitative and mixed methods studies to determine the extent of situational influence on WTC
and the role of trait-WTC in learners’ decisions about communicating or not communicating.
One such study was conducted by Cao and Philp (2006) to attempt to measure and compare
trait WTC and dynamic situational WTC, which they labeled state WTC. Trait WTC was measured
using a self-report questionnaire that was a standard instrument in previous WTC research (see
McCroskey and Richmond, 1991; Hashimoto, 2002) and state WTC was measured through on
observation of actual classroom behavior over the course of 4 weeks. The researchers also
conducted interviews to better understand the learners’ perceptions of their WTC and classroom
behavior. They found that there was a mismatch between the students’ self-reported WTC and
their actual WTC, which they attributed to the different functions of trait and state WTC. Cao and
Philp (2006) imagine that “trait WTC may bring an individual into situations in which
communication is likely, but once in a particular situation, in this case classroom interaction, state
WTC could influence whether communication actually takes place” (p. 487). This fits the previous
definitions given by MacIntyre and Charos (1996) and MacIntyre et al. (1998) that focused on trait
WTC as a readiness or preparedness to enter into communication, and Kang’s (2005) definition
that emphasized an inclination to engage in communication. Cao and Philp (2006) ultimately
concluded that both trait and state WTC were present and likely interacted as learners decided if
they would communicate or not, but they also concluded that trait WTC – at least of the selfreported variety – was “not necessarily predictive of actual classroom behavior” (p. 489). They
found instead that the situation, such as whole class, small group, or dyad interactions, had a much
stronger influence on actual communication, with the qualitative data from the interviews
particularly emphasizing the importance of learner confidence in predicting WTC.
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The influence of situation on WTC was of particular interest to MacIntyre, Clément, and
Noels (2007) and they attempted to understand the interactions between personality, situation, and
state WTC when students were learning new vocabulary. They expected that extraverts would
perform better in both learning the new vocabulary and exhibiting state WTC and did indeed
confirm these expectations. However, these expectations held only when extraverts were learning
vocabulary in a slightly unfamiliar setting. When learners were studying in a familiar setting, it
was the introverts who demonstrated higher learning and the highest levels of state WTC (i.e.
successfully acquiring and using new vocabulary in a limited amount of time) that the researchers
observed. MacIntyre et al. (2007) also noted that there was no clear pattern between personality
trait (extravert or introvert) and the learner’s preferred or usual study situation (solitary or group
study), so future researchers were cautioned against making assumptions about their participants
and data based solely on personality factors, given that “even a statement as seemingly self-evident
as “extraverts will be more willing to communicate than introverts” can be shown to be true, untrue
or even true in reverse because of the interaction of the person and the learning situation”
(MacIntyre et al., 2007, p. 297). Given the complexity of the interaction between personality and
situation, MacIntyre et al. (2007) suggested that a categorization of learners into 4 broad categories
– “willing and able, willing but unable, unwilling but able, or unwilling and unable to
communicate” (p. 296) could be a helpful framework for guiding future research, with particular
emphasis on learners who were in the willing but unable, and unwilling but able categories.
MacIntyre (2007) continued to think about the complexities of trait and state level WTC
by considering a number of individual differences that might contribute to learner WTC, such as
language anxiety, motivation, time, and volition. He found volition, or “freely chosen” (p. 569)
communication to be of special significance, as it divides the learners who “brace themselves
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[with] resolve” (p. 569) and choose to speak from the learners “destined to remain in the condition
of wish and not will” (p. 569) when it comes to communication. In the end, MacIntyre (2007)
found it was best to move beyond the distant, long-term factors of trait WTC, which do play a role,
but one deemed less important than the “driving and restraining forces that may operate with or
without the speaker’s explicit awareness” (p. 573). These forces, which were most present in the
very narrow confines of “WTC at a specific time with a specific person” (p. 573) had the potential
to “unlock the secrets of the language learners who are not necessarily language speakers” (p. 573),
and deliver a new paradigm for research on WTC.
By this point, the predominate theory of WTC as a complex, situational, state level
construct, was generally established and accepted by the research community. Peng and Woodrow
(2010) introduced a model for the Chinese EFL context (figure 7) that built on previous research
in L2 learning, but did not reference previous models of WTC. Their model found that classroom
environment could predict WTC, with a particular emphasis

Figure 7 – L2 WTC model in Chinese EFL classroom to be tested. Reprinted from “Willingness to communicate in
English: A model in the Chinese EFL classroom context” by J. Peng and L. Woodrow, 2010. Language Learning,
60(4), 834-876

on learner beliefs that classroom engagement would increase their L2 proficiency, and that “a
pleasant learning environment is likely to heighten perceived competence and lessen anxiety” (p.
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857), which would then increase WTC. Cao (2011) utilized a multiple case study method to
examine the interactions of individual characteristics, such as self-confidence, personality,
emotion, and perceived opportunity to communicate, and classroom environmental conditions,
including topic, task, interlocutor, group size, and the teacher. Her results support MacIntyre
(2007) by identifying some of the keys to unlock MacIntyre’s learner secrets and concluding that
it was the complex interaction of these individual and environmental factors that led to classroom
WTC. Oz (2014) examined the influence of the Big 5 personality variables, and found a strong
correlation between extraversion, agreeableness, and openness and high levels of WTC in a
Turkish context, but most scholars had come to agree with Kang (2005) and MacIntyre (2007)
that WTC was a complex, multi-faced process, rather than a static, inborn process.
2.2

A Thematic Overview of Antecedents to WTC

MacIntyre et al.’s (1998) pyramid model remained a significant influence in the field, and
researchers began to devote time and energy to better understanding each of the building blocks
in the pyramid, with a research agenda focused on the antecedents to WTC. This section will
examine the most common antecedents to WTC, including anxiety/communication
apprehension, self-perceived communicative competence, actual L2 proficiency, motivation,
personality, age and sex, and context/content.

2.2.1 Anxiety/communication apprehension
Anxiety and communication apprehension (CA) have been linked with WTC from the
early days of WTC research, with Burgoon’s (1976) study connecting factors such as self-esteem
and reticence to unwillingness to communicate. By 2007, MacIntyre asserted that “SLA
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researchers have settled on the idea that language anxiety is an emotional experience uniquely
provoked by L2 situations” (p. 565). McCroskey (1977), choosing to use CA as an umbrella term
for all types of language-related anxiety, defined it as “an individual’s level of fear or anxiety
associated with either real or anticipated communication with another person or persons” (p. 78).
In the same article, McCroskey identified CA as one of the possible causative elements of
unwillingness to communicate, and research throughout the last 40 years has confirmed the link
between CA and WTC. Throughout this thesis, I will adopt McCroskey’s (1977) definition and
practice of using CA as an umbrella term for all sorts of anxiety related issues, unless the author
specifically differentiates between CA and some other form of anxiety.
A number of studies across a variety of language and cultural contexts have recognized
the strength and importance of the connection between CA and WTC. Gardner and MacIntyre
(1993) compared attitude, motivation, and anxiety, and found that anxiety provided the strongest
connection to various measures of language achievement. In particular, high levels of anxiety led
to low level of language achievement. This finding was replicated by Clément, Dörnyei, and
Noels (1994), who found that self-confidence, defined as “low anxious affect and high selfperception of L2 competence” (p. 422), had the strongest – and potentially most important –
direct influence on L2 WTC. This trend continued into over the next two decades, when
MacIntyre and Charos (1996) found that CA “exerted a direct influence” (p. 17) on WTC,
Hashimoto (2002) confirmed that CA had a “strong and direct negative influence” (p. 57) on
WTC, and Peng and Woodrow (2010) went so far as to call confidence, a combination of low
levels of CA and high self-perceived communication competence, a “primary and universal
precursor” (p. 855) to L2 WTC. Much of this research was predicated on the concept that anxiety
was a trait (Burgoon, 1976; McCroskey, 1977; Gardner and MacIntyre, 1993; Clément, Dörnyei,
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and Noels, 1993; MacIntyre, 1994; MacIntyre and Charos, 1996; MacIntyre, 1998; Hashimoto,
2002; Oz, 2014) but Kang’s (2005) new paradigm for WTC research shifted much of the
thinking about the nature of CA. Kang’s study still found that CA impacted WTC – in fact one of
her three pillars for successful WTC is security, or low CA – but she also recognized that CA,
like WTC, was a situationally based variable and could change during the course of a
communication event. MacIntyre (2007) echoed the need for thoughtfulness when researching
and defining CA, arguing that it was imperative to be “sensitive to fluctuations over short periods
of time” (p. 565) so that researchers could understand the experiential, psychological, and
physiological processes that were at the root of CA. This more nuanced view of CA soon
prevailed in the research community, and attention turned to trying to identify the specific causes
of CA in an L2 environment.
L2 research has long identified speaking as one of the most common causes for CA
(Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope, 1986; Koch and Terrell, 1991; MacIntyre and Gardner, 1991), but
WTC researchers were interested in the rapid changes, and the situational variables that
influenced CA. Kang (2005) identified saving face as a primary factor in CA. One participant,
Doil, described his intense embarrassment when he had started to speak, but was not able to
successfully communicate. In such situations, Doil chose to remain silent, rather than attempt to
continue communication in that situation, as a means to cope with his CA in the moment. The
social factors of CA were well documented, not just by Kang (2005), but by Léger and Storch
(2009) and Zarrinabadi, Ketabi, and Abdi (2014). Léger and Storch (2009) discussed a number
of factors that could lead to high CA and low WTC, including students’ fear of looking less able
to communicate or less intelligent than their classmates in whole-class discussion, competition
and fear of failure among classmates, and the high cognitive load of having to “simultaneously
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listen to and process the input of a number of participants as well as formulate their
contributions” (p. 280). Léger and Storch concluded that classroom environments that generate
high pressure and CA will inevitably lead to low WTC. Zarrinabadi et al. (2014) reached a
similar conclusion, particularly focusing on learners’ perceptions of their own level and their
classmates’ levels as a predictor for CA. They found that the students who tended to speak the
least ranked their own proficiency much lower than that of their classmates. The factors that
seemed most connected to CA fell into two broad categories. On the one hand, students were
concerned about the social context of their communication environments. Nobody wants to look
like a fool when they talk in class, no matter what language they are speaking. The additional
cognitive load identified by Léger and Storch (2009) further exacerbated this problem. Students
were also concerned about proficiency – or at least their perception of themselves and their L2
proficiency, and how that fit into the groups they belonged to.
One other significant factor identified in CA was how learners perceived their own ability
to use their L2. MacIntyre (1994) found a causal relationship between CA and the “perception of
competence” (p. 139), and this finding was echoed by MacIntyre and Noels (1994), MacIntyre et
al. (1998), Hashimoto (2002), Croucher (2013), Lee (2013), and Lahuerta (2014). All of these
researchers found strong connections between the amount of CA a learner felt and how they
ranked their own ability to communicate in the L2. MacIntyre and Noels (1994) were the first to
find that the influence of CA was so strong that it caused learners to significantly underestimate
their own ability to use a language, while students with very low levels of CA tended to
overestimate their language ability, and this was also confirmed in MacIntyre et al. (1998),
Hashimoto (2002), Croucher (2013), Lee (2013), and Lahuerta (2014). Given the influence of
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learner perception on CA and WTC, it is unsurprising that a number of researchers have further
examined the implications of self-perceived communication competence.

2.2.2 Self-perceived communication competence
Self-perceived communication competence (SPCC) emerged early on as an important and
significant antecedent to WTC. McCroskey and McCroskey (1986) first speculated that SPCC,
defined as “what a person thinks he/she can do not what he/she actually could do” (Barraclough,
Christophel, and McCroskey, 1985, p. 188), had a greater degree of influence on WTC than
actual proficiency. This speculation was confirmed by researchers such as Gardner and
MacIntyre (1993), Freiermuth and Jerrell (2006), Peng and Woodrow (2010), and Clément,
Dörnyei, and Noels (1993) who found a clear path between higher levels of SPCC and WTC.
MacIntyre (1994) agreed with their assessment, concluding that a learner with high levels of CA
and low levels of SPCC would be the least willing to communicate and that the inverse of that
was equally true – low levels of CA would lead to higher SPCC and thus, higher WTC. His data
also predicted that increasing a learner’s SPCC would have a very strong influence on increasing
a learner’s WTC. MacIntyre and Charos (1996) tested this hypothesis in an introductory level
French course and did indeed see the expected increase in WTC and actual communication after
boosting learners’ SPCC. They noted that the learners in their study were all beginning level
French speakers and suggested that actual proficiency was a variable that should be considered in
the future. Hashimoto (2002) undertook a study that, among other variables, considered the role
of actual proficiency in SPCC. In a partial replication of MacIntyre and Charos’s (1996) study,
Hashimoto (2002) recruited 56 undergraduate and graduate Japanese students with PBT TOEFL
scores between 500-620 (61-105 on iBT TOEFL) and concluded that while the other portions of
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MacIntyre and Charos’s (1996) study did hold true in the Japanese ESL context, the path
between SPCC and WTC was not significant with this population, perhaps because their level of
proficiency was too high. The discussion about the role of SPCC and higher rates of
communication continued. Yashima (2002) introduced the concept of international posture as an
antecedent to WTC and theorized that increasing international posture, or general interest in and
willingness to interact in a global context, would lead to higher SPCC and WTC. In Spain in
2014, Lahuerta arrived at the same conclusion as everyone else – SPCC is an excellent measure
of WTC, but she also found that there was a relationship between SPCC and actual proficiency.
By looking at the role that motivation played in the specific interaction of SPCC and actual
proficiency, Lahuerta (2014) extended Yashima’s (2002) hypothesis and found that there was
indeed a relationship between SPCC and L2 competence. There have been no further studies
done regarding the relationship between WTC, SPCC, and actual proficiency, but preliminary
results indicate that there is some kind of relationship in most contexts, although the effect might
be stronger in lower-level learners. What is very clear is that SPCC is an essential component to
understanding WTC, and that, together with CA, “has a strong (probably the most important) and
direct influence on WTC” (Lee, 2013, p. 123).

2.2.3 Actual proficiency
Very little research has examined the question of the role of actual proficiency in WTC. It
is thought to interact with CA and SPCC (see Yashima, 2002; Lahuerta, 2014), but that is not a
widely agreed upon concept. McCroskey and McCroskey (1986) believed that SPCC was more
important than actual proficiency and other researchers agreed with them (MacIntyre and Noels,
1994; MacIntyre, Baker, Clément, and Donovan, 2003; Freiermuth and Jarrell, 2006). Bernales
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(2016) put forth an interesting argument that learner participation in class is observable
demonstration of WTC, therefore WTC leads to more actual communication and practice, and
that practice will ultimately lead to higher actual proficiency. Léger and Storch (2009) found that
one student having a higher actual proficiency had the potential to decrease WTC in other
students who are classmates with the more proficient student. The lower-proficiency students
gave several reasons for their diminished WTC in the face of a higher-proficiency classmate,
including not always understanding the higher-proficiency classmate, being unable to match the
level set by the more proficient speaker and feeling like they were not able or qualified to
contribute anything to the classroom discussion due to their (perceived) limited proficiency.
Perhaps the closest anyone has gotten to addressing this question was Wood (2016) who
examined the role of fluency and WTC using idiodynamic research methodology. This
methodology allowed him to record conversations and immediately replay them for the
participants while the participants retroactively assessed their WTC of the moment. Wood used
fluency markers, such as rate of speech, pauses, and length of runs, to assess the participants’
fluency and then compared it with the idiodynamic map to analyze the interaction between
fluency and WTC. He found that, in general, when fluency was high, WTC was also high, and
when fluency was low, WTC was also low. However, there was a less clear pattern of what
caused these fluctuations, with a complex mix of situational and fluency related factors
appearing in interview data. One very interesting finding that might be pursued in future research
is that for a number of the participants, difficulty in word retrieval or with vocabulary frequently
led to a dramatic decrease of fluency and WTC.
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2.2.4 Motivation
Much has been written – and agreed upon – in the research community about the role and
importance of motivation in learning a second language, but its role as an antecedent to WTC is
less clearly understood. MacIntyre and Charos (1996) very reasonably asserted that “students
who have greater motivation for language learning report using the language more frequently”
(p. 16) than students with less motivation. Since WTC has been established as an important
component of actual communication, it makes sense that there is a relationship between
motivation and WTC. MacIntyre et al. (1998) believed this motivation was at the foundation of
language learning, because every learner is learning that language for some reason. Like many
other elements of WTC at this time, MacIntyre et al. (1998) believed that motivation was a
relatively stable trait across time and situation. They identified three components of motivation,
interindividual, intergroup, and L2 confidence, with these ultimately culminating in a desire to
communicate with someone, thus, WTC. This link between high motivation and high WTC was
shown in Hashimoto (2002), when data from the Attitude/Motivation Test Battery, a very
common instrument in WTC research, yielded a positive correlation between WTC and SPCC
that Hashimoto’s analysis indicated was a direct result of high motivation. Yet also in 2002,
Yashima found that while increased motivation led to an increase in SPCC and a decrease in CA,
there was no clear direct link between motivation and WTC. Researchers seemed unable to
determine the relationship between WTC and motivation, with MacIntyre et al. (2003) claimed
that there were links between increased motivation and WTC in L2 immersion contexts, and Kim
and Samimy (2004) finding that there was no link of any sort between WTC and motivation.
Peng and Woodrow (2010) looked at motivation within an intrinsic and extrinsic framework and
found that there was a direct link between this motivation framework and decreased levels of
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CA/increased levels of SPCC. They also found an indirect link between motivation and WTC,
but concluded that “students with motivation to learn English may not necessarily be willing to
communicate using English” (p. 855).
This idea of communication and motivation for learning a language was central to
MacIntyre’s (2007) argument about motivation. Drawing heavily on Gardner’s work on
motivation over the years, MacIntyre claimed that there were clear relationships between
motivation to learn a second language and the intergroup features of that language community.
In fact, for MacIntyre, “the major motivation to learn another language is to develop a
communicative relationship with people from another cultural group” (p. 566), so it wasn’t so
much a question of if motivation interacted with WTC, it was a question of how these two
concepts interacted. Within a framework of approach (motivation) and avoidance (anxiety),
MacIntyre posed a key question – “Does a learner choose to communicate when the opportunity
arises?” (p. 567). The answer to this question contained the whole spectrum of the process of
acquiring a second language, social influences (e.g. interpersonal or intergroup interaction), and
is clearly focused on a specific moment in time. By studying what motivated a learner to
overcome their tendency to avoidance and move forward in their approach, MacIntyre (2007)
believed that WTC was a clear amalgamation of “motivational processes with communication
competencies and perceived self-confidence” (p. 567), and that the relationship between
motivation and WTC was clear and essential to furthering our understanding of the volitional
choices learners made in the moment. Despite the strength of MacIntyre’s convictions, the
research community continued to be divided about the importance of motivation as an antecedent
to WTC – and even if it was an antecedent at all.
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2.2.5 Personality
The majority of research on personality in second language acquisition has focused on
what personality traits make an ideal learner, with a primary focus on introversion and
extroversion (see Moody, 1988; Venugopalan, 2000; Wakamoto, 2000; Erton, 2010; Zafar and
Meenakshi, 2012; Ali Suliman, 2015). There is limited research on the influence of personality
on WTC, but it also predominately examines the role of introversion and extroversion in
predicting WTC. MacIntyre (1994) connected general personality traits – such as introversion
and self-esteem – to CA, finding that introverts generally had lower self-esteem, and higher CA.
He called for further research on the role of personality in CA specifically, and WTC broadly.
MacIntyre and Charos (1996) postulated that extraverts would have lower levels of CA and their
path model provides some evidence of the connection between “personality traits and social
context to predicting the frequency of L2 communication” (p. 20-21). They concluded that
global personality traits (e.g. introversion and extroversion) were linked to WTC, but they were
only indirectly linked. It seemed more likely that personality could facilitate or inhibit WTC, but
not necessarily cause WTC. For the next decade, nothing was published that was related to
personality and WTC. MacIntyre et al. (2007) tasked learners with learning new vocabulary and
found that extraverts had a much higher WTC with the new vocabulary when they were in
slightly unfamiliar contexts, and introverts had a much higher WTC with the new vocabulary
when they were in familiar contexts. These results seem to contribute to the idea that personality
can be an indicator, but it is unlikely to be a primary cause of WTC. Cao (2011) and Oz (2014)
both chose to use the Big Five personality framework to examine WTC, and both researchers
found a link between extroversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and WTC. They speculated
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that students with these characteristics “tend to be more risk-taking and more prone to
communication” (Cao, 2011, p. 473).

2.2.6 Age and sex
The influence of age and sex on WTC is a severely underdeveloped area in WTC
research. Only two studies have considered age/sex as a variable. Cao (2014) looked at data
collected by observation, interview, and journal entries from six Chinese learners in an EAP
classroom in New Zealand and found that when participants had similar levels of SPCC (widely
considered to be an excellent measure of WTC, see section 2.2.2) women had lower actual
proficiency than men did. She speculated that this discrepancy could be explained by the
attitudes learners have toward language, and that many men tended to learn languages with an
instrumentalist view – to get a promotion at work, or to further their education – and that women
might learn language for the sake of learning, or for the social component of L2 communication.
The other study, conducted by Oz (2014) in a Turkish pre-service teacher training context was
primarily focused on personality, but also examined the variables of age and sex. He found that
“gender and age had no significant relationship with willingness or unwillingness to
communicate” (p. 1480). These two studies contradict each other, but there is no further research
to draw on to make any conclusions about gender, age, and WTC.
2.2.7 Content and context
One of the central tenets of WTC research is that WTC can only truly happen when the
learner is free to choose to communicate or not (MacIntyre, 1994). Given that so much research
happens in a classroom, context and content were important variables to consider as antecedents
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to WTC. An early point raised by MacIntyre et al. (1998) was about the influence of context on
our understanding of what WTC looks like. In many studies, WTC was measured by self-report,
or by using actual communication as a proxy for WTC. MacIntyre et al. suggested that in a
context like a classroom, a student raising their hand should be considered WTC, even if the
student never actually spoke. After all, they argued, when a student raises their hand, they are
indicating a willingness to answer a question should the teacher call on them. If five learners
raise their hand, but only one of them is called on to speak, then five students have demonstrated
their willingness to speak. MacIntyre et al. (1998) called this kind of action a “nonverbal
communicative event” (p. 547). This idea gained some traction, with a few researchers explicitly
taking such nonverbal communication into account (Hashimoto, 2002; MacIntyre et al., 2003;
Kang, 2005; Cao and Philp, 2006), but most researchers used other means to measure WTC in
the classroom.
An immersion environment was one of the earliest contexts studied, and MacIntyre and
Charos (1996) found that students who studied in immersion contexts, and thus had more
opportunities to use their target language, displayed higher WTC. For a time, it seemed that
promoting immersion could lead to increased WTC, but MacIntyre et al. (2003) showed that
immersion experiences had no influence on learner CA levels, or on WTC. They further
determined that classrooms were a unique environment, given that teachers were constantly
pushing students to use more complex language structures to discuss more difficult topics. This
context created a situation where students were often “in situations that surpass their ability,
create discomfort, and provoke anxiety” (p. 602), regardless of proficiency level or prior
experience. The early direction of immersion-based research quickly fell to the wayside, and
researchers moved in another direction. When Kang (2005) introduced a paradigm of situational
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variables, researchers focused exclusively on which specific situational variables were most or
least conducive to WTC.
Kang (2005) proposed a number of different variables that influenced learner WTC in a
classroom context. In particular, she found that learner WTC increased when the interlocutor (1)
was aware of and accommodated the learner’s proficiency level, (2) actively listened to and
participated in conversation, (3) there were fewer interlocutors involved in the group (Cao and
Philp (2006) later found that 3-4 interlocutors was ideal number for maximum WTC), and (4)
learners had some kind of background information or familiarity with the topic being discussed.
Léger and Storch (2009) examined the influence of context on WTC and concluded that whole
class discussions were the most difficult setting – in terms of both content and context – for
learners to display WTC. In particular, when the classroom contained a competitive element,
learners were relatively unwilling to communicate. In a Chinese EFL context, Peng and
Woodrow’s (2010) data continued the trend of the impact of context on WTC, with students who
felt high confidence in their academic performance in the classroom displaying higher WTC.
Learners felt more confident using their L2 in the classroom than outside of it, and Peng and
Woodrow (2013) discovered that learners displayed much higher levels of WTC, and were in
fact more likely to actually communicate, inside the classroom context than they were outside of
the classroom.
With much of the research indicating that classrooms were fertile ground for developing
WTC, a few researchers decided to examine the effect of a different context on learner WTC.
Lahuerta (2014) studied the differences between WTC when interacting with friends and with
strangers, and as expected, learners displayed higher WTC when communicating with their
friends than with strangers. Oz (2014) found the same relationship between friends and strangers,
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and also suggested that the level of formality in the communicative context influenced WTC.
Learners were more likely to display WTC in informal situations than formal ones. As research
began to move outside of the classroom context, Bernales (2016) published some troubling
conclusions. She asked learners to anticipate their levels of communication, and then report on
how much they actually communicated in a classroom context. Initially, she found a great degree
of discrepancy between these two scores, but over the course of the semester, the two scores
converged. Bernales attributed this convergence on a growing conditioning to the norms
established by the instructor, and students wanting to achieve good participation in the course.
As a result, “it seems that the language production that students had predicted for themselves
became ever less beholden to their wishes and ever more related to their understanding of
classroom norms” (2016, p. 6). This interaction between context, learner motivation, and
instructor norms is complex, and it should be studied further. But it is also a reminder, as
researchers continue to understand MacIntyre’s (1994) idea of WTC as a free choice, that the
situational antecedents to WTC can be influenced in many ways, with sometimes subtle results
that may not mean what we think they mean. Students may make greater contributions to
conversation over time, displaying what seems to be an increased WTC, but an increase in
communication can’t automatically be linked to an increase in the student freely choosing to
engage in that communication.

2.3

How to Facilitate WTC

The practical implications of understanding WTC and its antecedents are still emerging in
research, but researchers and teachers have worked to develop some specific and pedagogicallybased ways that WTC might be increased or encouraged in a classroom environment. This is a
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relatively new area in WTC research. Early articles would include very general
recommendations, such as trying to decrease CA or increase SPCC (Hashimoto, 2002). Most of
the research in WTC was focused on developing theoretical models, or finding statistical paths,
rather than pedagogy. This imbalance was troubling to Lee (2013), who said research on
pedagogy was “almost nonexistent” (p. 126), and that instructors were left without a guide to
know how to apply the theory or how to enhance WTC in their students. She attributed this
dearth of pedagogical research to the difficulty of evaluating WTC pedagogy. Despite the
difficulty, a few researchers have turned their attention toward pedagogy, and examined how
technology, classroom size and structure, and language skills can be utilized to facilitate WTC in
classroom contexts.
2.3.1 Technology
The earliest attempt to use technology to facilitate WTC came in 2006 when Freiermuth
and Jarrell asked students to complete several tasks utilizing either face-to-face spoken
communication or using online written chat communication. They found that engaging in chat
groups made students feel more comfortable and increased their WTC. The next technological
suggestion came in 2011, when Reinders and Wattana (2011) looked at the effect of playing
digital computer games on learner WTC. They found that online gaming could indeed increase
WTC, but that not all games were created equal. In order to be successful, Reinders and Wattana
urged instructors to carefully plan and integrate the language and content from the games into
their curricula, otherwise it was just playing a game rather than learning. Ayedoun, Hayashi, and
Seta (2015) developed a conversational agent (commonly called a bot) to simulate real world
communicative situations so their learners could practice communication. The bot was
programmed to respond naturally and mimic the communications of a waiter in a restaurant
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context. In their initial study, they found that students who interacted with the bot reported
increased confidence and decreased anxiety, so they suggested that with repeated use, such a tool
would lead to increased WTC. Blogging was found to be a helpful tool by Alm (2016),
particularly because it gave students options about how to participate. Students who felt less
comfortable communicating verbally in class could gradually develop confidence and
proficiency through written communication, which transferred into their spoken communication
(Blake, 2006).
It seems like technology could be a potentially useful tool in developing WTC,
particularly if Yashima’s (2002) concept of international posture is in fact a significant piece of
developing WTC. With technology like video chat connecting the world, it would be possible to
begin to connect young learners with their peers around the world, and potentially develop
international posture from an early age. This is an area that holds many exciting possibilities for
further research, as technologies for communication continue to develop.
2.3.2 Classroom considerations
Given that most research on WTC happens in a classroom, there are a number of different
classroom variations that researchers have considered in an attempt to better understand WTC.
Researchers have some general advice for teachers about classroom behaviors that can help
facilitate and increase WTC, such as actively listening to students when they are talking (Kang,
2005; Nazari and Allahyar, 2012; Lee, 2013; Vongsila and Reinders, 2016), giving students
enough time to formulate a response (Kang, 2005; Nazari and Allahyar, 2012), allowing students
freedom to choose language structures they are comfortable with (Nazari and Allahyar, 2012;
Bernales, 2016), creating a learner-centered classroom where students have influence on the
topics and teaching styles (Khazaei, Zadeh, and Ketabi, 2012; Nazari and Allahyar, 2012; Lee,

39
2013; Alm, 2016; Bernales, 2016; Vongsila and Reinders, 2016), or spending sufficient time
reflecting on teaching practices (Nazari and Allahyar, 2012). These are all important parts of a
good teaching practice, but by far the most common and important finding related to classroom
WTC centered on the topic that learners discussed. Nearly every researcher who mentioned
something about classroom pedagogy focused on the importance of topic. Kang (2005) felt that it
was important to choose topics that were interesting to students, and she suggested conducting
surveys at the start of class to figure out what students wanted to talk about. If a large percentage
of the class was interested in one topic, then it would be used for a whole class discussion. If
there were topics that only some students were interested in, she suggested having thematically
organized smaller groups within the class. It wasn’t enough to just have interesting topics
though. Kang also cautioned teachers to take care to avoid sensitive topics so that students would
feel secure enough to communicate and share their ideas. Zarrinabadi et al. (2014) found a direct
link between WTC and topic. Utilizing Kang’s (2005) situational WTC framework, they found
that learners were able to significantly increase their feelings of responsibility, excitement, and
security in L2 communication when they were able to choose topics that were interesting and
familiar to them. Pawlak, Mystkowska-Wiertelak, and Bielak (2016) found similar patterns, and
students were far more willing to communicate when they could “think of ideas to share, or
when they could express and justify their opinions” (p. 668) by choosing topics that were related
to their own experiences.
The importance of giving learners the ability to start and direct the topics in the class was
further underscored by Yashima (2012) who noted that these abilities were exactly the sorts of
skills that learners would need to utilize in conversations outside of the classroom. Allowing
learners to choose topics would not only increase WTC, it would further prepare students for
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communication outside the classroom environment. When teachers allowed students to have
some control of the classroom, Lee (2013) noted that WTC increased. The classroom structure
most ideal for promoting WTC was one where the instructor was a facilitator, allowing learners
to “feel free to interact with peers and the teacher, increasing their engagement” (p. 129) and
WTC.
Alm (2016) echoed this finding in a slightly different context. She found that blogging
was a powerful classroom tool for promoting student engagement and WTC. In particular,
blogging shifted the focus from the instructor to the students and allowed and opportunity for
quieter students to communicate in a method that might be more comfortable to them. One of the
most significant findings from her study was the interaction between online assignments and
classroom discussions. Alm realized that students began a discussion online, and then continued
that discussion in the classroom. This gave learners the opportunity to become the co-participants
envisioned by Nazari and Allahyar (2012), rehearse language (Blake, 2006), as well as have
some influence on the topic and direction of classroom discussion, leading to more classroom
engagement and WTC. This increased engagement and cooperation had additional benefits, as
Maftoon and Ziafar (2013) discovered that cooperative learning and critical thinking were an
essential component to increasing WTC in the classroom. Cooperative learning, which
encourages students “to be active constructors, discoverers, and transformers of knowledge” (p.
77), promotes complex thinking, and is, Maftoon and Ziafar (2013) assert, a much better
paradigm for equipping learners to engage in real world communication than older paradigms
where students were more passive participants in learning. The clear emphasis in research in this
area of WTC is on learner-driven, real-world oriented classrooms where teachers are facilitators
and guides, rather than a sage on a stage.
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2.3.3 Language skills
Another important area of WTC research that is underdeveloped is the influence of
language skills on facilitating WTC. Hashimoto (2002) speculated that increasing learner SPCC
would increase WTC (see section 2.2.3). Kang (2005) believed that higher WTC would lead to
learner autonomy, therefore allowing students to participate in more authentic communication
and pursue opportunities to use their target language outside of the classroom. Zarrinabadi et al.
(2014) found that learners felt most comfortable and willing to communicate when they were
grouped with learners with similar levels of proficiency. These findings are loosely related to
classroom goals, group formation, or possibly teacher expectations of learner practice, but those
are rather indirect connections at best. This is an area that could benefit from more research.

2.4

Limitations of the WTC model

Despite the widespread acceptance of the WTC model, some researchers have raised
concerns. Early problems with the model were resolved by the introduction of a situationallybased, volitional model of WTC (see section 2.1), yet even these situational models do not
answer all of the questions. Lee (2013) was concerned about the applicability of the theoretical
research on WTC, given that the models “do not explain in what way and how teaching
methodology, curricula, teaching materials, lesson plans, classroom activities, or evaluation
should be developed to enhance WTC in L2” (p. 126). She also referenced research on the
gradual changes in attitude and motivation (Dörnyei, 2003; Gardner, Masgoret, Tennat, and
Mihic, 2004), and posited that WTC variables, such as CA might also gradually change.
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Focusing on the moment immediately preceding communication allowed no room to capture
longitudinal change. Her final concern was that WTC models were very good at predicting and
explaining individual differences influencing learner communication, but they seemed unable to
do anything other than explain what was already there. The models didn’t have any level,
component, or direction that might help learners improve. She concluded by calling for “more
empirical data [that] lends support to the relationship between the variables and the L2 learners’
consequential achievement” (p. 128), noting that if such data were collected and analyzed, it
would be a “breakthrough” (p. 128) for second language research. Lee was not the only person to
note concerns with WTC models. Bernales (2016) felt that current WTC models provided a
rather one-dimensional perspective on learners, given that student decisions might be influenced
by factors that weren’t represented in any model. Take for instance, she said, the learner who
feels confident in their level of proficiency, who is willing to communicate, but who gives no
outward sign of this willingness because they are concerned about dominating classroom
discussion and preventing other students from participating. According to WTC models, this
student would be labeled unwilling to communicate, even though that is not the case. Bernales
also took issue with the preoccupation WTC models had with verbal communication as the
ultimate goal. She argued that there were other types of participation, such as mental
participation, that went unrecognized by researchers under the WTC paradigm. She concluded by
criticizing the assumption that WTC was the final antecedent to actual communication, and thus
the only measure that mattered. This limited understanding of communication “cannot offer, by
itself, a comprehensive understanding of the multiple iterations of classroom participation… nor
does it offer a framework to understand other possible options that students evaluate when they
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are presented with the opportunity to speak in their L2 class” (p. 10). These are valid criticisms
of this model, and they have not yet been addressed or ameliorated by the research community.
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CHAPTER 3: A STRATEGY FOR DEVELOPING WTC

After conducting the review of literature, it is clear that there are several significant gaps
that exist in current research. The most notable gap is the lack of research about pedagogical
resources that instructors can utilize to facilitate WTC in their classroom and the lack of research
related to specific language skills that might contribute to WTC. I will attempt to contribute to
research in these areas by proposing a tool called communication for academic and social life
(CASL) that can be used to develop WTC.

3.1

Origins of CASL

CASL came out of my work with the Purdue Language and Cultural Exchange (PLaCE).
Through teaching ENGL 110 and 110 (formerly GS 100 and 101), I noticed that my students
wanted to communicate and participate in class, but they didn’t seem to know how to do that.
These students are proficient enough to follow and join whole class discussions, and they often
had insightful things to say. But there was no consistency in their spoken or written
communication. Over time, I saw the need for a tool that my students could use to communicate
in a variety of contexts, and so I set about developing what eventually became CASL.

3.2

Introducing the Communication Strategies

CASL is a relatively simple tool that can be used to increase WTC and be mastered by
learners across multiple levels of proficiency. The minimum proficiency requirement is the
ability to construct a complete sentence. CASL is a series of three questions and five statements
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that students can use to participate in classroom discussion, organize written responses in a
variety of genres, or participate in informal interactions outside of a classroom environment. The
questions and statements are:

Questions
"What does ______ mean?" (Understanding)
"But what about___________?" (Devil’s Advocate)
"Why does _______ say...?" (Clarification)
Statements
"I think it is interesting that __________" (Personal Connection)
"_________ is/isn’t like..." (Compare/Contrast)
"An example of ________ would be..." (Evidence)
"If ___________ is true, then that must mean..." (If/Then)
"____________seems important to me." (Significance)

CASL can help students in two primary ways. Each question or statement functions as a
template, offering a sample sentence that students can plug relevant information in to in order to
use the template in a variety of situations, regardless of their proficiency level. Learners can also
understand something about broader rhetorical strategies they can utilize, so that more confident
learners can take the concept of each question or statement and deploy it using their own
language, rather than relying on the template language.
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3.3

Addressing Limitations of WTC Models

Several limitations of WTC models were identified in section 2.4. These strategies can
help address some of these limitations, particularly those raised by Lee (2013) regarding teaching
methodology. There is also a possibility for future longitudinal research to explore how learners
use CASL to communicate over time, based on how they adapt the template language to create
their own sentences, the number of strategies the learner uses, or any number of other variables.
CASL also has the potential to be adapted to account for some of the objections raised by
Bernales (2016) by allowing learners to track mental participation. Having collocations, such as
the ones in CASL, would allow learners to indicate how they were tracking and engaging with
classroom discussion, even when they chose to not participate in that discussion in any
observable way. This could potentially provide interesting data to further understand the host of
complex choices learners navigate when deciding whether to speak.

3.4

Benefits of the Strategies

Researchers have identified a number of factors directly related to decreased WTC. Two
of the most significant factors are communication apprehension (CA, see section 2.2.1) and selfperceived communication competence (SPCC, see section 2.2.2). These two antecedents to WTC
can be combined under the label of self-confidence (Clement, 1980; Clement 1986). MacIntyre
and Charos (1996) suggest that “simply perceiving that one has the ability to communicate,
regardless of one’s actual proficiency” (p. 16) can lead to increased WTC. This is especially
important within the situational WTC model proposed by Kang (2005), where security is a
necessary component of WTC. In fact, Kang recommended that teachers “give learners
information about the strategies they can utilize” (p. 217) to increase their feeling of security, or
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self-confidence. Given the important of allowing students to be co-participants in the classroom
(Nazari and Allahyar, 2012), and putting the teacher in the role of facilitator (Khazaei, Zadeh,
and Ketabi, 2012; Nazari and Allahyar, 2012; Lee, 2013; Alm, 2016; Bernales, 2016; Vongsila
and Reinders, 2016), a framework that gives learners specific language structures they can
become familiar with and choose to use (Nazari and Allahyar, 2012; Bernales, 2016) can be a
powerful method for developing concrete language, critical thinking and cooperative learning
(Maftoon and Ziafar, 2013). In particular, questions can be a powerful tool in the classroom.
Richards and Lockhart (1994) categorized questions into procedural, convergent, and divergent
questions. Procedural questions are related to classroom management or understanding,
convergent questions are thematically focused, and can often be answered with “yes” or “no”,
and divergent questions encourage students to give a variety of longer responses that require
higher order thinking. CASL can help learners ask divergent questions, and respond to questions
posed by their classmates. This process can give learners ownership of their learning, and allow
them to bring in their own ideas and experiences in a way that cohesively builds on other
learners’ contributions.
The following chapter will consider how to incorporate CASL into lesson plans and
assignments, consider specific ways CASL might facilitate WTC, and examine a number of
different situations and scenarios where CASL might prove useful to learners.
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CHAPTER 4: DISCUSSION

One essential skill to being a good language teacher is the ability to understand what
learners are trying to communicate – regardless of their level of proficiency or accuracy – and
help them learn how to communicate more effectively. Language teachers must do this without
destroying a learner’s self-confidence or willingness to communicate, and as a result, language
teachers are often very good at being encouraging, engaging, and understanding listeners. This is
exactly the kind of person you want to lead a classroom where students are regularly asked to
take risks and push the boundaries of their language capabilities. Unfortunately, this classroom
atmosphere is not always reflected in real world communication, or even in classrooms in other
disciplines. Language learners must deal with the pressure to communicate, often quickly, with
people who are busy, distracted, or disinterested in what the learner is trying to communicate.
Even with a patient and sympathetic listener, language learners may find that their classroom
experiences have done little to equip them to keep up with the demands of other classrooms, or
social and personal interactions. In such situations, learners may be left unable – or more likely,
unwilling to communicate. This breakdown can have detrimental effects on learners
(McCroskey, 1977), and significantly impede their social and academic performance and
satisfaction. CASL is a tool that learners can utilize to increase their communicative selfconfidence, starting in the safe environment of the classroom and gradually moving into other
domains. This chapter will lay out a pedagogical process that can be used to effectively train
students in CASL, and then look at possible ways that learners can utilize the strategies.
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4.1

Incorporating the Strategies into the Classroom

I introduced CASL over the course of a semester during ENGL 111, the second semester
of a year-long language and culture support program for first year international students at
Purdue University. By slowly introducing these strategies with many opportunities for practice in
a variety of applications, students are able to build proficiency, confidence, and flexibility with
CASL.

4.1.1 Introducing CASL for the first time
Many of the students who take ENGL 110 and 111 come from a cultural background where
their role as a student is to listen to what their teacher or professor says. These students often
struggle with basic norms of many American classroom contexts, such as asking questions during
a recitation or other small class, or participating in classroom discussion in a meaningful way.
Many international students have ideas about what their life will be like in the United States based
on what they have seen in movies and TV shows, where they have often seen highly stylized
versions of classroom interactions, and so they have an unrealistic expectation that classroom
discussion must happen in a circle in a classroom where everyone is sharing very deep and
profound ideas. This vision of American education, while often not true, can serve as a helpful
launching point for training students to participate in classroom discussion.
One of the first things that I do in this process of introducing classroom discussion to
students in ENGL 111 is assign students a short article to read called “Two Ways to Belong in
America” by Bharati Mukherjee, and I ask them to bring in one question and one comment about
the article. It is a requirement that these questions and comments be submitted in writing at the
end of the class so that each student is accountable for completing the assignment and thinking
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through their questions and comments. When students come into class we put all of our chairs into
a circle, just like in the movies, and we begin a classroom discussion. Usually there are one or two
students who will have a question that they really want to have answered, and so they will be brave
and begin our discussion. One of the things that inevitably happens in this kind of discussion
context is students will ask a question and then everyone will look to me as the instructor to provide
an answer. When this happens I'm very intentional about turning the question back to the group
and trying to solicit their opinions and their thoughts, to help them see that knowledge can come
from peers, not just from instructors. If I truly believe that my role as an instructor is to be a
facilitator, then I shouldn’t be the one answering all the questions.
This kind of discussion is quite difficult for most international students. They are willing and eager
to participate, but they often lack the particular language that they need to begin and sustain a
classroom discussion. Another common reaction is that learners say they feel like they are doing
something disrespectful or inappropriate by doing all of the talking. At the end of this rather stilted
discussion period, we usually haven't made much progress in better understanding ideas and
themes from the article. In the best examples of this exercise, some of the questions that students
had were satisfactorily answered. In the worst case scenario, students just feel confused about
things. It is important to choose the reading for this discussion carefully. One of the reasons I chose
to use “Two Ways to Belong in America” is because it presents two options, and compares and
contrasts them. There are two people who represent choice (the author and her sister), and it is
relatively easy for everyone to understand, have an opinion about, and relate these representations
to their own experience in some way. Choosing an article that sets students up for success in
discussion can help avoid some of the pitfalls of the worst case scenario. In a 75 minute class, this
discussion should take between 20-30 minutes.
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In the remaining time in class, I introduce CASL to the students. I ask the students to individually
look at the question and comment that they brought to class with them and decide which specific
strategy matches their question/comment (e.g., is it a devil’s advocate question, or a clarification
question?). After everyone has labeled their question and comment, we go through each CASL
category and anyone who has a question or comment that falls into that category reads it to the
class. This has the dual purpose of helping students familiarize themselves with CASL and also
seeing the variety of questions that can be encompassed by one category. The final step of the
initial introduction stage is to put students in groups of 3-4 students, and have them work together
to try to answer their classmates’ questions. Discussion is usually much more successful in this
smaller group setting, and learners are able to actively practice using CASL to respond to
questions.

4.1.2 Assignments that utilize and/or build on CASL
Once students have been introduced to the concept of CASL, they need to learn how, and
when, to apply these strategies. The ultimate goal of CASL is to help learners feel confident that
they have things to contribute, and that they have the language skills to keep up in whole class
discussion, whether it be in a language classroom or a mainstream classroom. One essential point
is to help learners understand the basic rhetorical goals of American-style classroom discussion.
Sometimes it is possible to ask a question and arrive at a specific, concrete answer that everyone
can agree with. Sometimes it isn’t. Classroom discussion is primarily about learners expressing
their thoughts, ideas, and opinions, with specific reasons and evidence from the text or lecture to
back up those thoughts, ideas and opinions. Instructors must help learners understand this
broader goal of classroom discussion, so that learners don’t feel frustrated that there isn’t a
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concrete answer, or so they don’t feel attacked (and therefore lose self-confidence) if someone
disagrees with them or points out a flaw in their idea. For students at Purdue, this is especially
important for two reasons. First, as more and more classes participate in Instruction Matters:
Purdue Academic Course Transformation (IMPACT), students can expect to find more courses
that require them to utilize these kinds of communication strategies. Secondly, First Year
Engineering is utilizing more and more group work as a significant part of the curriculum, and
students are expected to actively participate in these kinds of learning environments. It is
important to give learners many opportunities to use and practice CASL so that they become
familiar enough with the categories and language to use them without thinking too much about
the tool itself. This level of fluency and proficiency will enable students to develop selfconfidence in whole-class discussions, group work projects, or integrated study groups, which is
an essential component of developing increased WTC, and to focus on reaching an end goal of
being able to fully participate in classroom activities and assignments in a mainstream university
classroom.

4.1.2.1

In-class activities and assignments

It is important to be consistent in giving students opportunities to practice and develop
their proficiency with CASL. The strategies are introduced in the second week of the course, and
throughout the rest of the semester, I incorporate CASL into many of our classes. I may verbally
quiz learners on what the categories are, ask them to categorize a question or comment that they
make in class, or ask if anyone can come up with a(n) _______ type of question/comment about
any particular topic or reading we are working on. I usually do an activity where I ask students to
think about the language that they can use for each of the categories, to help them move beyond
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the templates that are part of the strategies. I divide them into groups of 2-3, and ask them to
come up with at least two alternative ways to ask a question or make a statement for each
category. We write everything up on the chalkboard, and learners are able to work on expanding
their linguistic repertoire. I don’t usually give graded assignments in class that are based on
CASL, because it is a tool to achieve the desired goal, not a goal in and of itself.

4.1.2.2

Out of class activities and assignments

CASL was originally designed to assist students with developing confidence and fluency
in classroom discussion, but I’ve also found that it can be a helpful tool when students are
writing. Students are required to write ten journals as part of the ENGL 111 curriculum. I
encourage (and occasionally require) students to use CASL when they are writing journals.
Sometimes I will give students a general topic and ask them to write a response that answers one
of the three CASL questions. Sometimes I simply remind them that these categories are useful
strategies for communicating in writing too, and that the learners can use them to develop and
direct their writing. The most common out of class assignment that utilizes CASL is preparing
for in-class discussion. I continue to ask students to be prepared with questions and comments
when we have reading assignments. As the semester progresses, I challenge the students to come
up with questions and comments that are more insightful, or that are more clearly connected to
the text, or that incorporate experiences or background knowledge that the learners already have.
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4.3

Scenarios

CASL can be useful in a number of different situations and contexts, both in and outside
of a classroom. In this section, I will explore several common scenarios that undergraduate
international students might encounter, and demonstrate how CASL can be a useful tool in each
scenario.

4.3.1 Classroom discussion in a liberal arts course
Suji, the undergraduate student enrolled in a children’s literature course, has a problem,
but it is not really a problem of proficiency – she is able to understand the reading and what
everyone is saying in the classroom. Her primary problem is that she doesn’t know how to
participate in a group discussion, and she doesn’t feel confident in contributing to the discussion.
This is the classic example of where CASL is a natural tool to help Suji read and prepare more
effectively for her children’s literature course. If she starts to think through the questions and
statements of CASL as she is reading, then it will be relatively easy for her to contribute to the
discussion, and avoid further embarrassment. She will still have to find the courage to speak up,
but CASL can help give her things to say if she does decide to communicate.
4.3.2 Group work in a STEM course/lab
Kamal was very excited to start his biomedical engineering degree. He was especially
excited about working in the state of the art lab facilities at his university. One of the first
courses he was required to take was a large chemistry lecture course that would introduce him to
the basic principles of chemistry, and then he would join a smaller TA-led group to conduct
experiments and apply what he’d been learning in his lectures. Kamal had studied chemistry in
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his home country, so he was confident that he could get a good grade, and maybe even make
some American friends in his chemistry lab. He spent a lot of time studying the chapters in his
chemistry textbook before the first lab. There was a lot of information to remember, but Kamal
felt prepared. He arrived at the first day of lab, and chose a seat at one of the lab stations. Soon,
his station was full, and he found that he was the only international student in his lab group.
Kamal was so excited, because he thought it would be really easy to make friends this way. The
TA gave each station instructions about how to conduct the experiment, and everyone else at his
station quickly started getting equipment and chemicals set up. Kamal felt really confused,
because even though he had studied for a long time before his lab, he didn’t understand a lot of
the vocabulary words that the TA had used. He thought he could just watch his group members
for a little while, and then figure out what he was supposed to do. After a little while, his group
members started trying to ask him to get something, but Kamal still couldn’t understand. They
kept saying the word “tong”, and when Kamal asked what a tong was, all his group members just
started making a pinching motion with their finger and thumb. Kamal still felt really confused,
and didn’t know what they were asking him to grab, but he looked around for something small
that he could pick up with his thumb and one finger. Finally one of his group members pushed
past him and grabbed something from a drawer. Kamal felt all of his confidence disappear,
because he couldn’t understand some of the vocabulary that everyone else seemed to know, and
he could tell his group members were frustrated that he wasn’t helping them at all. Kamal was
afraid that he wouldn’t get a good grade in his chemistry lab after all, and he was pretty sure that
he would never be able to make American friends.
For Kamal, the problem is one of language proficiency. While he has the knowledge he
needs to do chemistry well, he doesn’t have the vocabulary to conduct experiments and interact
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with his American classmates. CASL can help Kamal do a better job of asking clarifying
questions, and asking questions for understanding. Once he gains back a little of his confidence,
maybe Kamal can draw on his past experience with chemistry and compare/contrast how things
are done in the US and his home country, and further increase both his and his classmates’
chemistry knowledge. Kamal will still have to work hard to learn more vocabulary, but CASL
can help give him to tools to do that more confidently.

4.3.3 Writing an essay or response
Alejandra took a freshman composition course at her university. For five weeks, she and
her classmates read many things about minority cultures in the United States. Alejandra was
really interested in this topic, because as a Latina, she wanted to know more about how she
might fit into this new culture while she was a university student. Alejandra learned that there
were many tragic and awful facts related to how minority groups and cultures were treated in the
United States, and that things were still very complicated. At the end of the unit, she was
supposed to write a 4-5 page reflection paper about culture. She worked really hard on her paper
because this was an important topic to Alejandra and she wanted to express her thoughts as
clearly as she could. She did extra reading, she visited cultural centers on campus, she even went
to the writing center on campus to get help and make sure all of her citations were right.
Alejandra finally finished her paper, and she felt really proud. She had done so much research
and worked so hard, and it was the first time she had written a five page paper in English! She
submitted her paper, and couldn’t wait to get what she hoped would be an A on her assignment.
A week later, her professor returned papers to the class, and Alejandra was shocked and
dismayed to see that he had earned a C on her paper. Alejandra looked at the comments she
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received, and didn’t understand some of them, so she decided to talk to her professor after class.
Her professor told her that it was a good essay, but that it wasn’t a reflection. Alejandra didn’t
understand how something could be good, but still get a C. Her professor tried to explain that
Alejandra had done a lot of research, and she had reported a lot of important information, but she
hadn’t processed that information, or talked about why it was important to her, or what she had
learned from studying about minority cultures. Alejandra felt really frustrated, because she had
worked so hard on her essay, and she didn’t know how to talk about what she had learned. She
wondered how she would ever be able to write more essays and pass her composition class.
Alejandra is experiencing a problem with her ability to organize and communicate her
own thoughts and experiences. She is very capable of using English to express other peoples’
ideas, but she can’t get her own ideas on paper. If Alejandra had used CASL, she could have
focused on something like comparing minority cultures in her home country and the United
States, or had a better idea of what kind of language she could use to share her personal
experiences as a member of a minority culture in the US. She did all of the right things in her
research and writing process, but Alejandra needs some guidance to take her research a step
further and do some reflection on the facts she discovered.

4.3.4 Going to office hours or help sessions
Aarav was an ambitious student, and even though he was just a freshman, he was already
thinking about the internship he wanted to get with Boeing when he was a junior. Aarav knew
that one of the best things he could do to increase his chances of getting a competitive internship
was to build good relationships with professors in his field so he could learn more from them and
maybe ask them for recommendation letters someday. Aarav decided he was going to go to his
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major professors’ office hours every weeks so he could start developing a good relationship. He
wanted to make a good impression, so he did some research about each of his major professors to
discover what their research interests were, and try to think of things he could say to them during
office hours. Aarav knew he needed to be prepared so he could make the best possible
impression. The first set of office hours came around, and Aarav set off to his professor’s office.
His professor was very famous, and she was interested in developing better airplane wings to
reduce turbulence in passenger airplanes. He had printed a copy of her latest model so he could
show it to her and tell her how impressed he was with her work. Aarav went into her office and
introduced himself. She taught a large class, so she didn’t recognize Aarav, but he hoped that she
would remember him soon. She invited him to sit down, so he did. Aarav then started telling her
all of the things that he had learned about her, and how much he admired her and wanted to do
research just like she did. Aarav showed her the wing diagram and told her how much he liked it,
and he complimented her on her teaching style. After about ten minutes, he was very surprised
when his professor said if he didn’t need anything, then she needed to meet with other students,
and wished him a nice day as she opened her office door. Aarav left feeling confused and
uncomfortable. He thought it would be clear how much time he had spent preparing for this
meeting, and that his professor would understand how much he wanted to be like her and learn
from her. Instead, Aarav was now worried that his professor was annoyed with him and would
think that he was wasting her time. Aarav felt like it might be a bad idea to visit any of his other
professors since he didn’t want them to have a poor impression of him, so he decided that he
would just study hard, and hope for the best with his internship.
Aarav’s problem has two parts – he doesn’t understand some of the American cultural
norms about office hours, but he also doesn’t know how to effectively communicate his interests.
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If Aarav had used CASL, he could have asked better questions about his professor’s research
interest or he could have drawn comparisons between things he knew or had learned in class and
what he researched about his professor, or he could have talked about his personal interests to
help make himself more memorable to his professor. Aarav still needs to learn more about
professional interactions in the US, but CASL can help him build a better relationship with his
major professors.

4.3.5 Talking about a new movie with a friend or roommate
Dima was nervous about making new friends at her American university. She had gone to
international schools back at home, so she wasn’t concerned about taking classes in English, but
she had never had many foreign friends at home, so she was concerned about how to interact
with Americans. She was living with an American girl, and so far, everything seemed to be
going well with her new roommate. They had just finished their orientation, and it was the day
before classes started. Dima had lots of new friends, but most of them were from her home
country, or they also spoke Arabic. Dima’s roommate, Rebecca, invited Dima to watch a movie
and then eat dinner, and Dima was so excited! They found a movie on Netflix that neither of
them had seen, and started to watch it. Dima could understand everything in English without
subtitles, and she was even able to understand some of the jokes! She really enjoyed spending
time with Rebecca, and she felt like maybe they could become good friends. After the movie was
over, they ordered a pizza and sat in their dorm room. Rebecca asked Dima what she thought
about the movie they had just seen. Dima wasn’t sure what to say, so she just said it was funny,
and asked Rebecca what she thought about the movie. Rebecca started saying lots of things about
the characters, and the music, and the story. Dima wasn’t sure how to respond, so she just kept
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agreeing with everything Rebecca said. Rebecca asked Dima again what she thought of the
movie, and Dima repeated several of the things that Rebecca said earlier. Rebecca smiled, and
said she was tired, and since they didn’t have anything to talk about, maybe they should go to
bed. Dima felt confused and hurt, because she had enjoyed the evening with Rebecca. She hoped
they could be friends, but now she wasn’t so sure it would work out.
Dima is struggling to have a two-way conversation with Rebecca in this scenario. She is
proficient enough in English to understand a movie, but she struggles to organize her own
thoughts or respond to conversation quickly. This kind of conversation is like a mini classroom
discussion, with a film instead of a text. By using some of the principles of CASL, Dima could
have talked about her interests, or talked about how this movie was different from movies in her
home culture. This would have more evenly distributed the burden of communication, and
Rebecca might have felt more able to continue hanging out with Dima. Dima has to be ready and
willing to express her own opinions, but CASL can help her formulate her opinions and be ready
when someone asks her for them.
In each of these scenarios, the student had a different type of problem. There were
varying levels of proficiency, and the contexts were quite different, some were in large group
contexts, and some were between individuals. In each scenario, there was some way that
familiarity with CASL could have helped the international student to have a better, more
successful experience. These strategies were primarily developed to help facilitate willingness to
communicate in a classroom discussion context, but the principles in the strategies can be
applied to a number of different situations to help international students studying at American
universities maximize their academic and social potential in their time in this culture.
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION

This thesis has provided an overview of the historical development of Willingness to Communicate
(WTC) theory, and examined in some detail the primary antecedents to WTC, and a summary of
research related to classroom practice. This overview identified a lack of research relating to
pedagogy and curriculum that can be implemented in classrooms to facilitate WTC and prepare
learners to be willing to communicate outside of a language classroom context. I have attempted
to fill part of that gap by creating a tool called communication for academic and social life (CASL)
that builds on previous research to provide teachers and students with something specific that can
be used in a number of different settings to increase learner self-confidence and therefore, increase
WTC.

5.1

Summary

Starting in 1940, I traced the development of the idea of rate of communication to
unwillingness to communicate through to its current manifestation as willingness to communicate.
One WTC had been established as the primary framework for studying the phenomenon of
language learners who were proficient but not communicative, researchers spent much time
determining if WTC was a stable, trait-like characteristic, or if it was something that emerged and
changed depending on the situation. Seminal studies included MacIntyre and Charos (1996) who
were the first to apply the concept of WTC to a second language context, MacIntyre et al. (1998)
who developed a pyramid model that is still used as the gold standard in this field, and Kang (2005)
who championed and developed WTC as a situational variable, rather than a stable trait. Over time,
the research community came to a consensus that, while stable trait-like features do have some
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influence over a learner’s decision to communicate, those decisions are complex, and change from
moment to moment in the course of a single interaction, depending on a number of situational
factors. With this understanding of WTC, I turned my attention to some of the most significant
antecedents of WTC, with a primary focus on communication apprehension (CA) and selfperceived communicative competence (SPCC). These two areas are often combined and labeled
self-confidence, which has been identified as one of the most essential components to produce
WTC. Other factors, such as personality, and age and sex were considered, but none of the other
antecedents were found to be as important as self-confidence. While there is much consensus
across the field about the theory of WTC, and the antecedents to WTC, there are also a few
criticisms that have been raised. The primary concerns are that WTC research has skewed so
heavily in favor of theory, and there is very little practical research done to provide pedagogically
sound ways to facilitate WTC (Lee, 2013). The other significant criticism noted that WTC theory
was one-dimensional, and did not take into consideration a number of factors, such as student
participation without outward signs of communication (Bernales, 2016).

5.2

Significance

In an attempt to address some of the criticisms leveled against WTC theory and to fill part
of the research gap relating to curriculum and pedagogy, I developed and implemented a tool called
communication for academic and social life (CASL) in my language and culture classroom. There
were a number of benefits to these strategies. They fulfill several of the requirements for
facilitating WTC that previous researchers have identified, such as increasing learner confidence
(MacIntyre and Charos, 1996), providing specific language structures that learners can choose to
use (Kang, 2005; Nazari and Allahyar, 2012; Bernales, 2016), and empowering learners to
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participate in a number of different ways, including potentially putting learners at the center of
classroom learning and positioning teachers as facilitators (Khazaei, Zadeh, and Ketabi, 2012;
Nazari and Allahyar, 2012; Lee, 2013; Alm, 2016; Bernales, 2016; Vongsila and Reinders, 2016).
Furthermore, CASL can be applied in a number of academic and social situations, thus
ameliorating the consequences of high CA identified by McCroskey (1977). CASL is a significant
contribution to the body of WTC research, because it systematizes a simple tool that can be
incorporated into curriculum to actively teach skills that can lead to WTC. CASL is also unique in
that it can be utilized by learners of varying levels of proficiency, and can be adapted to a number
of situations that international students in the United States are likely to face. CASL also
potentially provides a significant tool for collecting learner data about the complex choices
involved in communicating or not communicating.

5.3

Future Research

Future research should continue to examine curricular and pedagogical tools that can be
utilized in classrooms. Data is needed to show that these strategies are an effective tool for
increasing learner self-confidence and WTC, and that learners are able to perceive the benefits of
these strategies outside of a classroom context. Researchers can also use CASL as a way to track
the invisible participation described in Bernales (2016), and gain further insight into the ways that
learners do or do not choose to communicate. By observing which categories learners choose to
utilize or not, researchers could begin to identify specific objections, anxieties, or gaps that learners
have in their language development, and develop curriculum to begin to address these gaps.
Finally, researchers can examine the utility of CASL in other educational contexts, such as nonAmerican university classrooms, or K-12 ESL/EFL education.
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APPENDIX
Term

Definition
“Some of our friends or acquaintances seem to talk and act
very speedily as compared to ourselves: others are slow and
deliberate… For example, where there are two persons in
Rate of
interaction, one whose actions are quick and speech voluble,
interaction
and the other, slow and given to long, well-rounded periods,
we are apt to find that the speedy one keeps interrupting the
slow one, jumping in when the other pauses, and so on” (p.
31-32).
“In the absence of resistance, the individual tends to his
Rate of
maximum rate” (p. 310) of interaction, contingent upon the
interaction
speaker’s inward orientation and the outward social context
and interaction rates of co-participants.
Unwillingness
“A chronic tendency to avoid and/or devalue oral
to
communication” (p. 60).
communicate
"A global predisposition to avoid communication and
Unwillingness
recognizes a multiplicity of potential causative elements
to
which could lead to such a predisposition, including
communicate apprehension, alienation, low self-esteem, introversion, and
so forth" (p. 79).
"Based not on the assumption of an invariant set of content
Predisposition
free attributions or personality traits but rather as an
toward verbal internalized cognitive map of the structure of interactions, a
behavior
metacode of formal relations governing the interplay of
verbal activity between self and others” (p. 147).
A stable predisposition toward communication when free to
Willingness to
do so, with the assumption that WTC is an intention to
communicate
initiate communication in various settings.

Source
Chapple
and
Arensberg
(1940)

“A preparedness for language use, as if sufficient
competence had already been achieved for the
communicative purpose at hand” (p. 19)
“A readiness to enter into discourse at a particular time with
a specific person or persons, using a L2” (p. 547) and “the
Willingness to
probability that a learner will use the language in authentic
communicate
interaction with another individual, given the opportunity”
(p. 558).
“An individual’s volitional inclination towards actively
engaging in the act of communication in a specific situation,
Willingness to
which can vary according to interlocutor(s), topic, and
communicate
conversational context, among other potential situational
variables” (p. 291).

MacIntyre,
and Charos
(1996)
Macintyre
et
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(1998)

Willingness to
communicate
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(1953)
Burgoon
(1976)
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